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EDITORIAL
Ever since it became apparent that it
was necessary to differentiate income
from capital, and especially since the
introduction of income taxation in the principal countries of the
world, there has been grave doubt in the minds of economists and
legislators, to say nothing of the bench, as to what would be a
comprehensive and yet sufficiently exclusive definition of income.
Noted economists of various schools have come forward from
time to time with what they believe to be adequate conceptions of
income, but the question has still remained unanswered in the
minds of practical men. Now, however, no less an authority
than Professor Irving Fisher of Yale University has expressed the
opinion that the answer has been found. In a pamphlet entitled
The income concept in the light of experience Professor Fisher says:

Income Defined
at Last

“Yet it can. be shown that a concept of income exists which clears up
all ambiguities and leaves no room for misunderstanding or dispute by
tax collectors or taxpayers, barristers or judges, legislators or the public.
This is the income concept adopted by me in 1897 and later more fully
outlined and defended in 1906 in ‘The nature of capital and income.’
Having read, I think, every article or book attempting to over-throw this
concept, I have yet to see an argument which has not been met and
answered in ‘The nature of capital and income.'”

We may take it, therefore, that the problem is not so insoluble as
it has been considered. The author of the pamphlet before us is
satisfied and, therefore, the rest of us should be content. There
was a time when the world regarded college professors as a class
apart from the rest of humanity, spending their time in abstruse
research and quite indifferent to the noise of the busy, practical
world. Now, however, everything is different and even so great
a student as Professor Fisher finds his name constantly before the
public, whether he will or no. Consequently, when a professor of
economy writes, he writes for general consumption. There is
always danger that one who writes from a point a little above the
rest of us will deal in absolutes, and it is not marvelous that his
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dicta should be called in question. It would be delightful if we
could only believe that the question of income definition has been
settled, but after carefully reading what has been written in the
present pamphlet it must be confessed that we are not convinced.
To begin with, Professor Fisher, perhaps involuntarily, leaves the
impression that, having settled the question, all that is necessary
is to make the facts conform to concept—to use a rather hack
neyed word which is part of the equipment of most writers on
philosophy. The author defines income in many words, but it
seems that the whole matter may be summed up in this: Income
is what one spends. He admits that all other definitions have
been unsatisfactory and he differs rather emphatically from the
opinions of other economists. He says in effect that there have
been other views, but that the tendency is toward an acceptance
of his definition. His theory is in a word that we should regard
income as that portion of receipts, whether representing salary,
interest, sale of real estate, or anything else, which is immediately
used in producing psychic income to the recipient, i. e., for his
benefit or entertainment. No doubt there is much to be said for
a spendings tax (though that it would possess the sublime sim
plicity attributed to it by Professor Fisher may well be ques
tioned) but why insist on calling it an income tax?

The method by which Professor Fisher
attempted to convince his European
readers (the article was apparently first
published in German in Vienna) that legislatures and courts were
coming round to his views is more interesting than convincing.
He takes a few specific corollaries that would follow from his
general propositions and treats approval of those corollaries as
implying at least a degree of concurrence in the basic proposition.
Thus one of these corollaries is that stock dividends are not
income. Hence Eisner v. Macomber, in which the supreme court
so held, is quoted. But the quotation does not include the para
graph in which the court after referring to economic concepts,
popular usages and dictionaries, approved an earlier definition of
the court:

The Definition Does
Not Convince

“ Income may be defined as the gain derived from capital, from labor,
or from both combined”

with the proviso that
“it be understood to include profits gained through a sale or conversion
of capital assets”
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which incidentally is not income upon Professor Fisher’s theory.
He sums up his legal discussion by saying that it shows “how the
true theory of capital and income seems to be slowly working
itself out.” But until the language just quoted is reversed, the
theory that is being worked out can not be claimed to bear any
strong resemblance to that which Professor Fisher seeks to thrust
upon us. By similar methods he even seeks to make it appear
that his concept is in accord with popular usage, though the mere
fact that upon his theory such phrases as “spending more than
his income” and “saving half his income” are meaningless is
sufficient to demonstrate the contrary. It is difficult to see what
good such articles accomplish beyond producing psychic income
to their authors.

There is a spirit of pessimism abroad in
the land—a spirit which oppresses with
singular effect the people who labor in
what we call the professions. One hears on every side the old
question, “Is it all worth while? Should we not do better for:
ourselves, our families, our generation if we abandoned all the
high-falutin notions about being gentlemen and ladies and simply,
frankly entered into a contest for money?” Out on one of the
distant gold fields there was once a group of young adventurers
who took unto themselves the title “The Witwatersrand Asso
ciation for the Acquisition of Wealth—Somehow.” Its members
today are scattered far and wide in this world and the next.
Perhaps some have achieved their purpose. It was not a very
noble society. Its professed aims were not upward at all. But it
had the merit of open confession. Would it not be well for our
souls if we all let it be clearly understood that we had no higher
desire than to acquire and to acquire—honestly, of course, but
without any foolish and old-fashioned scruples, which might have
been appropriate enough in the middle years of the Victorian
reign but are quite anachronous now? Many men are asking
that question in one form or another. They ask it in every
profession. They ask it so often and so openly that they would
deceive if it were possible the very elect. This is a commercial
age, a pragmatic age, and old dreams, old ideals are forgotten.
We are going the primrose way to the everlasting bonfire—at
least it seems so. We worship in a new temple—and yet it is not
new but the oldest of all—where the great god Greed presides.
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There is no room for the folk who are over-nice about their
principles. The crowds will surely trample under foot all who
stop to think of anything but the adoration of the idol. There
was a time, it is the wont to say, when there was more leisure and
less incentive to struggle—a quiet, happy kind of a time when
people paused to consider what was their duty in life, what their
prospect when life had ended. It was a soft and idle time, which
seems attractive in retrospect, but not a productive time, not a
time in which such fine progressive men as we could be truly
content. We are up and doing. We are rushing forward at a
pace which would have perplexed and stunned our grandfathers.
We keep abreast the flying minute. Why stop to give even a pass
ing thought to quaint notions of gentility and professional eti
quette or responsibility? Why indeed. Is it worth while?

A physician of good repute said the
“The Horse-leach Hath
other day in the course of a general
Two Daughters”
discussion of the status of the profes
sions, "I hate to admit it, but I must: a great many, perhaps even
a majority, of our medical men, are not wholly honest. It is my
firm conviction, based upon the experience of many years and a
rather comprehensive survey of practice in the principal Englishspeaking countries, that the average physician or surgeon is
influenced strongly by the financial symptoms of the case.” He
added, "I am not speaking now of the quacks which always have
been, are and always will be. Against them it is easy to protect
the public. With the coming of better education the harm
which they can do will be less and less. And I haven’t very much
sympathy, in any event, with the person who is deceived by an
out-and-out quack. The dangerous practitioner is the one who
because of the profits is blind to the truth. He is the man who is
destroying the fair name of our profession. Take, for example,
the suave and courtly physician who assiduously visits day by
day the dear old ladies who have nothing in the world the matter
with them excepting a senile desire to be pampered. This astute
practitioner preys upon the credulity of his patients—if they
have money—and sucks pecuniary sustenance from their pocket
books. And he calls that medical practice, by Gad.” A physician
in a small country town, called to an emergency case in a house
where want was better known than plenty, announced to the
expectant father that it was going to be an instrument delivery
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and he would require ten dollars extra for that service. He would
not proceed until the ten dollars had been procured somewhere in
the neighborhood. “And he calls that medical practice, by Gad.”
Perhaps such things happen often. Fortunately one does not
hear of all of them. But every such case is cause for the despair
of those who love their profession and are thankful for the
opportunities which it gives them to relieve their fellow men.
There was a day when the physician was the leech by name.
Sometimes he is just that. And so it is discouraging and the
question is asked, “Why attempt to maintain a professional
reputation, a code of ethics, when so many of us are thinking
only of the money? Why not forget the traditions which have
come down from before the age of Hippocrates and confess the
truth, that we are as a whole a lot of money-grubbers? Would it
not be more in keeping with the era in which we live? ” Well, let
us think about it.

It is undoubtedly true that some prac
titioners of medicine are lacking in the
splendid attributes which have made the
family “doctor” much beloved of young and old. It is true that
some neurotic old money-bags are being fooled to the top of their
bent at extortionate prices, which it would be flattery to describe
as fees. It is true that there are men licensed to practise medicine
who have the extractive powers of a mercury plate or a cyanide
tank and no more soul than have those chemical devices. But
what then? Is that the whole story? Let us remember the
vigils by the bedsides of the poor, where the only compensation
could be relief of pain—and what a glorious compensation is that!
Let us remember the long hours of nerve-wracking surgery back
of the battle line. Let us remember the faces peering eagerly
through the night for the sight of buggy or car, the tense listening
for sound of crunching wheels, and the sigh of relief when the
“doctor” came in to take charge. Let us remember the thousand
thousand unrecorded deeds of kindness and patient skill which
have made brilliant the unwritten history of the profession.
Let us remember the sacrifices made to bring medical science to
its present heights. Let us remember above all that the noblest
of the professions are those which minister to the soul and to the
body. Remembering these things, is there any just reason for
despair? What if there be a damned villain here and there?
129
The Truth of
the Record

The journal of Accountancy
What if there be hundreds such? While the gracious task of
relieving suffering and bringing back health remains to be done —
while there be peradventure only a hundred righteous men — the
profession is safe. It is to be regretted most deeply that the gleam
from the sky does not lure all to follow; but that does not destroy
the gleam nor minify its potency. There is nothing to indicate
that all is lost. What distresses the idealist is the nearness of the
things which he detests. When the. perspective is better the
faults of detail will disappear and the magnificent accomplishments
of the profession will shine in all their well deserved glory. Think
of the decline and fall of the medical profession, because forsooth
there is a son or two of the bondwoman—why, as well may we
think of the passing away of the instinct of motherhood. It may
be salutary to attempt reform where reform is needed, but that
does not signify weakness. It points indeed to strength. And
there is high cause for pride of past and of accomplishment and of
continuing opportunity to serve as a profession.

They—the vague, intangible they—say
that the church is false to its trust, that
the cloth is now a rag which covers no
more than cant and hypocrisy. The sacred mission of the priest
hood is gone. Instead we have the unctuous, hand-rubbing
dispenser of empty phrases. A minister has wandered in a dark
lane. A priest has seduced and murdered an ignorant, credulous
girl. A rabbi has heard a call which came not from behind the
veil. There is a great striving after things which are temporal.
The church divides into armed camps because of a word. Dogma
is the master. Whoso accepts the traditions of the elders is to be
saved. Whoso thinks about the verities in his own way is con
signed to the eternal flames. A sect shuts its eyes and will not
open them to the light which the rising sun of knowledge is
shedding upon things that we did not understand before. A few
bigots adhere to the immutable perfection of an honored theory
and all the rest of us may go hang. Well, what then? Let us
think about it. It is true enough that there are many of us who
are out of sympathy with the beliefs of others. It is undeniable
that there are leaders of the various divisions in the army of the
Lord who think more of the shadow than of the substance, and their
petty wrangling over minutiae is destructive of comprehensive
faith. It is true that there are unworthy shepherds of the flock.
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But do these things mean that the ministry is lost, its purpose
achieved and its ancient place in the vanguard of the professions
is to be relinquished? Let us remember the inspiring examples
which have been set by the heroes of the church, those who have
labored in city or hamlet, in homeland or on distant fields. Let
us remember the infinite solace given to many a soul passing down
into the deep waters. Let us remember the uncomplaining ac
ceptance of penury, privation, actual want which accompanied
the preaching of the gospel. Let us remember the martyrs who
paved the way for us that we might march smoothly and safely on
our journey to the promised land. The men of the pulpit and
the pastorate have never been avaricious, seldom ambitious,
almost always ready to follow the voice of duty. They have
walked and they walk in the footsteps of the Master. Is their
profession failing? Shall they despair because a few have fallen
short of their vocation? Why, how absurd it is even to think of
that. When those who are here today shall go, as those who
preceded them have gone, it shall be said, “and all the trumpets
sounded for them on the other side.”

And what of the law? It has been a
profession ever since men began to
refer their differences to the decision of
other men. It is a profession of which more bitter things have
been said than of any other. It has always been exposed to at
tack because in the very nature of its duties it has been partisan.
We hear a great deal of gloomy foreboding about its future. It
is said that the lawyer of today is a cold-blooded mercenary who
will serve only for fees which have no relationship to the value of
the service rendered. It is the belief of many that the average
lawyer will demand whatever he thinks the case can produce.
How common is the saying, “I did not litigate the case. What’s
the use of lining the pockets of the lawyers?” It has been said
from the beginning. We hear of the shyster, the ambulance
chaser, the legal crook of one sort or another, and some of us
profess to think that the whole legal profession is corrupt. Well,
let us think about it. It can not be denied honestly that there
are far too many unscrupulous members of the profession. Every
one who reads the records of the meetings of bar associations and
the like must be convinced of the existence of evil on the testi
mony of lawyers themselves. It is quite certain that a large
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percentage of the names could be stricken from the legal register to
the general benefit of the community. It is true that the temp
tations to extortion which confront lawyers are powerful and
not always resisted. But what then? Does all this mean that
the legal profession has become a trade and that the ethics which
have made it a profession are to be altogether cast away because
they are not universally obeyed? What enduring work they
have done, these lawyers, take them for all in all. They built and
they maintain the framework of our national and international
comity. They have preserved through the centuries the excellent
spirit of their profession and it is not to be doubted that they
will preserve it in the years to come. It is simply unthinkable
that the law should become the lewd thing which some enemies
prophesy for it. Messrs. Dodson & Fogg did not write the code
of ethics of the bar. They did not observe the code when written.
Their many successors will not be better than they were. But
for all that the law is a great and living profession to which it is
an inestimable honor to belong. The incursion of the methods of
traffic into the practice of law do not foretell its overthrow.

There are other professions whose early
conversion to trades has been lugubri
ously announced. Teaching, civil engi
neering, architecture and half a dozen more are shortly to lose
their positions in the professions and to become a mere matter of
bargain and sale, if all that is alleged be true. And one may as
well admit at once that the commercialism of the age is a real
menace to professional practice in every scope. What we are
trying to demonstrate, however, is not the absence of danger—
which would be ridiculous—but the stability of what is right.
Now, what has been written about the old professions is, of
course, introductory to consideration of the conditions in the new
profession with which this review is primarily concerned. The
latest addition to the family of the professions—that is to say,
the latest which has received public and official recognition as a
legitimate heir—is accountancy. It is closely allied to the opera
tions of trade and industry, and consequently it shares with the
law the distinction of being exposed to the influence of commercial
methods. And like the law it is being attacked from within and
without for posing like a profession and acting like a trade. This
does not imply that there is anything unworthy in the competi132
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tiveness which is the life of trade. On the contrary, a trade con
ducted on professional ideals would be as impractical as a pro
fession conducted like a trade. It is being said of accountancy
that its practitioners are not much more than salesmen eagerly
offering their wares to every potential buyer. The ethics which
accountants subscribe are flagrantly disregarded. The effort to
observe the professional ideal is an unbearable strain upon the
accountant. He needs money—or at any rate he yearns for it.
He claims that he is ethical, but his friends and, above all, his
competitors—save the mark—know that his ethics are largely
oral. When there is a “job” in sight, or even when there is not,
he goes out to meet it and to welcome it. He is willing to make a
gesture of nobility if it does not cost anything. These are the
allegations which are being made every day, by business men
here and there, but by accountants everywhere. They are be
coming so addicted to the habit of calamity that their vision is
somewhat distorted and they are mistaking a dunghill in the
foreground for a mountain in the distance. Their error leads
them to think that all the picture is unpleasant. The conclusion
of the whole matter, they say, is this: “Accountancy as it is
practised is not a profession—it is not even a properly conducted
trade. It is nothing but a struggle for ‘jobs’. And the sooner
we acknowledge the facts the better for all concerned. Then we
shall be able to go out and steal each other’s clients—customers,
then, let us say—without the least compunction.” Well, let us
think about it.

It would be worse than silly to deny
that there is a modicum of truth in the
contentions of the pessimists. All the
offenses which are alleged exist. The breadth of their abiding
is probably much exaggerated, but that is not the vital considera
tion. That they exist at all is bad enough. It is not difficult to
fall into despair, until one looks deeply into the matter. It is
disheartening to those who have wrought diligently year after
year to place accounting on a professional plane, and to keep it
clean and unsullied, when they receive incontrovertible proofs
of unethical acts by accountants who not only know what the
code of ethics requires but profess to be obedient to it. It is
enough to destroy the sturdiest faith when an accountant who has
made public obeisance to the ethical ideal is detected in some
Admit the Worst—
What Then?
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shabby trick which a decent gambler would disdain. Is it any
wonder that those who look to the higher conception of profes
sional duty are sometimes driven to declare in desperation: “Let
us give up the fight. It is not worth while.” When one thinks
of the renegade priest, the peddler of medical hocus-pocus, the
extortionate lawyer, the grovelling accountant, one may be for
given for a temporary yielding to the devils in blue. It is all
low and dirty and depressing, and no one who cares for the other
sort can escape a feeling of chagrin and then of something closely
akin to despair. But there are other things to be remembered—
thank Heaven. Let us admit candidly that there are rotten spots
in every profession and that no profession is guiltless. Let us
admit that the professional ideal is abased and violated every
day. Let us admit that what is abominable is common. Let us
admit faults far more than the truth demands. What then?
Have the professions served their purpose and are they going
out into the night of oblivion? How preposterous is such a
thought. Why, indeed, they are at the threshold of their great
usefulness—all of them from the eldest to the youngest, which is
accountancy.
It is the part of discretion humbly to
acknowledge and confess our manifold
sins and wickednesses, as the Anglican
prayer-book has it, but, having done all that, it may be permissible
to exult a little, with proper humility of course, in our goodness
and achievements. There is not reason for repining. There is
not valid excuse for a faint heart. The facts are worth consider
ing. The truth is that the newly arrived profession has per
formed an almost unprecedented feat. It has made its place in
the sun of public opinion within a generation. It has set up a
code of ethics which is at least as high as that of any older pro
fession—in some ways higher than any other. It has brought
about a sentiment among its practitioners so strongly in favor of
ethical procedure that everyone who wishes to be known as an
accountant of standing in the community gives the code lip
loyalty at least. It has indicated the desirability of professional
idealism even if it has not yet been able to force all to act as they
know that they should. It has put so strong an emphasis upon
ethics that no one can openly defy the code without grave loss of
prestige. It has taken a thousand scattered and sporadic up134
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growths of practice and trained them, cultivated them, until
they now produce true to the best type, generally speaking. It
has kept astonishingly free from some of the evils which have
afflicted the more ancient professions. It has done all this with
out great noise and bluster, excepting the inevitable trumpeting
of an individual practitioner here and there who, having no con
structive work to do, had time to devote to vocal revelations of
vacuity. It is a thousand times to be regretted that the purposes
which the profession has at heart are not invariably carried to
accomplishment. It would be delightful to be divine. But so
long as most of us are merely human we can not reasonably ex
pect perfection—certainly not in a single lifetime. Accountancy,
like every other profession, has much to do before it can sit down
to rest. It will be a long climb to the top of the hill and when we
get there we shall see other hills beckoning beyond. That is as
it should be. Let us thank God that we have hills to climb and
work to do and let us hear no more the voice of the discourager
who would turn to a new by-way, not the way in which we have
set our feet. There are many difficulties which distress us.
There is many a stumble on the hillside, but we have everything
in our power. The sky above us, the scenes around us, even the
stones in the road are inspiring, if only we do know it. The way
is there.
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